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Chapter VIII 


KARNATAKA: 
CONQUEST 
AND BREAK UP 
From the Loss of Bellary 
to the Fall of the Marathas 
( 1792 - 1818 ) 
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Making History 


In the earlier chapter we saw how it took nearly four decades and four major wars 
for the British before they could colonise Mysore, the centerpiece of their conquest. Let 
us see now the process of their colonisation of the rest of Karnataka. The entire event 
spread over a period of 26 years starting from 1792. 

The first parts of Karnataka to fall into British hands were Kodagu and Bellary. In 
the previous chapter we saw about the contradiction between the Mysore Government 
and Kodagu. Two years after the Haleri prince Virarajendra's escape from Tipu's prison, 
he signed in 1790 an agreement with the British, accepting to transfer Kodagu as its 
protectorate and of mutual support in war against Mysore. On the conclusion of the 
Third Anticolonial War in 1792 Kodagu was, much against the will of Tipu, granted 
away. In the very next year, the "Coorg Rajah agreed to pay Rs 24,000 as a mark of 
friendship and protection " 1 to the British and allowed them all opportunity for trading in 
his kingdom. Despite its so called independence, Kodagu remained a vassal state, 
compelled to act on the behest of the British. In 1834 on the death of its king, Kodagu 
transpired completely to British hands and came under the direct rule of the Madras 
Governor through the instrument of the Commissioner resident at Madikeri; what re¬ 
mained of the royal family shifted to England for good. 

The possession of Bellary, however, was less circuitous. The British Government 
considered it a part of the Madras Presidency after it was ceded by Tipu in 1792. 

In 1798, the Nizam of Hyderabad signed a Subsidiary Treaty with the British, and 
became its puppet. With that, the districts of Bidar, Gulbarga and Raichur which were 
under the rule of the Nizam at the point of signing, came under covert, nevertheless, 
colonial control. 

In 1799, the British took over the districts of Mysore, Mandya (then considered a 
part of Mysore district), Hassan, Bangalore, Kolar, Chitradurga, Tumkur, Shimoga, 
Dakshina Kannada and Uttara Kannada. While the last two were adjoined to the Madras 
Presidency, in 1862 Uttara Kannada, called North Kanara then, was transferred to the 
Bombay Presidency. The rest of the districts became a part of British territorial posses¬ 
sions through the rule of their puppet Wodeyar kings. 

Then in 1818, in a matter of months, in what has been one of the smoothest of 
British conquests, the Maratha territory comprising the districts of Dharwad, Belgaum 
and Bijapur came under British rule. 

The Marathas ruled over these parts of Karnataka through a hierarchy of feudal 
intermediaries called Desais. The well known Kittur fiefdom came under the rule of one 
such Desai called Mallasarja who again had a hierarchy of feudal lords below him. 
Elphinstone addressed a letter to the Kittur Desai in 1817: "There is no quarrel between 
the English and you. The Peshwa will not be able to fight for long. You don't participate 
in the war. Remain at home. Recall your troops from the Peshwa. 1 have to add that if 
you adopt the course proposed in this letter you may be assured that you will retain your 
possessions on the same footing on which they were, and that you shall suffer in no way 
under any settlement of the government that may be made." 2 

The internal wrangling and weakness of the Marathas and their encirclement by 
the British led to the shifting of loyalties by most of the intermediaries at the time of the 
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British offensive in 1818. A second feature of the effortless takeover of the forts of 
these Deasis was due to the neutrality of the retainers and the opposition of the 
peasantry to Maratha rule. Thomas Munro who led the campaign from the south, in 
his letters to Elphinstone who led from the north, provides us with an account of the walk 
over. 

"I have frequent communication with the Dessay ofKittoor, and have little doubt, 
both from the local situation of his country, and other causes, that he is sincere in his 
propositions [of becoming a British vassal, from so far being one to the Marathas]. I 
shall, however, put his sincerity to the proof in a few days, by calling upon him to aid us 
in expelling a party of the enemy from a small place in this neighbourhood. 1 have 
already got possession of a considerable number of places in this district entirely by the 
assistance of the inhabitants of whom 9/10ths at least are in our favour. 

In my letter of the 14th instant 1 mentioned the Purus ghur [Paras gad] had set the 
example, and that all that the inhabitants had requested was that they should not be 
transferred to any Jageerdars ." 3 

Again, Munro wrote from Dharwad, "I shall probably obtain some trifling secret 
cooperation from the Kittoor Dessay; from the other Jagheerdars 1 expect noting more 
than that they shall not take any very active part in opposing me.... 

The greater part of the country of which I am now in possession, 1 owe to the 
exertions of the inhabitants who joined the Amildars I sent to them and expelled the 
enemy." 4 

Again, a few days later, Munro wrote of his landslide victories: "We are now in 
possession of every village belonging to Gocklah South of the Kisnah and all the dis¬ 
tricts of the Peshwah South of that river, and East of this place [Bagalkot], The small 
force with which we undertook the siege of Badami, the strength of the place, and the 
garrison, amounting to 800 or 1000 men, and its capture by storm, have given us the 
command of the Southern states [ie, Dharwad, Belgaum and Bijapur]." 5 

HJ Stokes in his Historical Account of Belgaum District , writes of this effortless 
victory: "Munro's regular force was only 500. He raised irregulars during the cam¬ 
paign and took all the southern fortresses. He took Gadag, Dammal, Huballi, Misrikota, 
Badami, Bagalkot, Gokak, Padshapur, Belgaum, Solapur." 6 

Thus the Maratha empire collapsed of its own accord, just as palegara rule 
could be easily demolished owing to the contradiction it had with the people in 
south Karnataka. While the people's anger at palegara rule led to the overthrow of 
the class in south Karnataka and its replacement with a modern enlightened abso¬ 
lutist state, the armies of Chikkadevaraja Wodeyar, Haidar and Tipu basing their 
military expeditions on the aroused popular anger of the peasantry; in an identical 
situation in north Karnataka, history became a lame witness to the use of such a 
situation by the British colonial army which intended not to eliminate but only 
reinstate the feudal class. 

While in some cases the British signed Subsidiary Treaties with the Desais, in 
other cases it pensioned them off, keeping territory for its direct rule from Bombay. Thus 

by the summer of 1818, the British take over of Karnataka was completely achieved. 
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It is important to remind ourselves that the only real resistance that was 
offered in the conquest of Karnataka was by Haidar and Tipu. All the other re¬ 
gions under petty feudal lords surrendered to the British; the takeover of Dharwad, 
Belgaum and Bijapur was achieved in just six months, in a war fought entirely by 
proxy wherein Munro's forces, numbering merely 500, never really had to clash 
with those of the Desai warlords. The Maratha empire crumbled without sound or 
fury. 


109. A fragmented Karnataka. (1) Bombay Presidency. (2) Madras Presidency. (3) Kodagu. (4) 
Mysore. (5) Hyderabad (6) Kollapur. (7) Sangli. (8) Mirji-Senior. (9) Mirji-Junior. (10) Kurundwad 
Senior (11) Kurundwad-Junior. (12) Jamkhandi. (13) Mudhol. (14) Ramadurga. (15) Jatt. (16) 
Akkalakote. (17) Aundh (Gunadal). (18) Savanur. (19)Sandur. 


Having thus achieved the conquest the British carved up Karnataka into nearly 50 
pieces, dislocating and splintering it beyond recognition. With the assumption of direct 
British rule over several principalities such as Kittur, Surpur, Nippani, etc, for various 
political reasons (by 1956) Karnataka was left splintered into 20 different fragments. 
These pieces included, as Suryanath Kamath says: 
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1. Princely Mysore: Mysore, Bangalore, Mandya, Kolar, Tumkur, Hassan, 
Chickmagalur, Chitradurga and Shimoga districts. 

2. Madras Presidency: Dakshina Kannada and Bellary districts and Kollegal taluk. 

3. Bombay Presidency: Uttara Kannada, Belgaum, Dharwad and Bijapur districts 
and the taluk of Mangalaveda. 

4. Hyderabad State: Bidar, Gulbarga and Raichur districts. 

5. Kodagu. 

6. Raibag, Kathol, Torgal and other Kannada territories in the Kolhapur state. 

7. Possessions of the Sangli state such as Shahpur, Shirathi, Terdal, etc. 

8. State of Miraj with taluks like Lakshmeshwar. 

9. State of Junior Miraj (Budhgaon) and its territories such as Gudageri. 

10. Kurundwad Senior. 

11. Kurundwad Junior or Vadgaon (near Belgaum). 

12. State of Jamkhandi with Kundagol taluk. 

13. State of Mudhol. 

14. State of Jatt. 

15. State of Akkalakot. 

16. Gundal (near Bijapur) belonging to Audh state. 

17. State of Ramdurg. 

18. State of Sandur. 

19. State of Savanur, and 

20. Cantonments of Belgaum, Bangalore and Bellary under the British govern¬ 
ment. 

About this zeal of colonialism to split up the nationalities so unrecognisably, Suniti 
Kumar Ghosh says: "Colonial rule also subverted the historical process of the formation 
of nations in this sub-continent. Provinces of 'British India' and 'native states' were so 
formed as to split up nations into fragments tagged to different provinces and 'states'. 
For instance, the territory of the Telugu-speaking people was divided, one part attached 
to the Madras Presidency (where apart from the Telugus, Tamils, Kannadas and 
Malayalam speaking people were brought together) and another part the Hyderabad 
state where lived Kannadas and Marathis, besides Telugu. The Gujaratis were distrib¬ 
uted among more than 200 native states, most of them extremely small, and the Bombay 
Presidency, which included with it a large part of the Maratha territory. Every nation, 
Marathi, Gujarati, Bengali, Oriya, Telugu, Kannada, etc was thus carved up and frag¬ 
ments artificially joined with others. There was a method in this madness and that method 
was political. " 7 

The political effect was to smash the unity of the nationality which would assert 
itself by arousing each nationality against the British. This was how they chose to rule 
India. 

Thus the emerging Kannada nation was most cruelly shredded and it was to re¬ 
main so for the next century-and-a-half, reversing the process of historical development, 
unmaking history with the use of colonial force. 


